Skin conductance as a measure of pain and stress in hospitalised infants.
Reliable and valid methods of measuring pain responses in infants continue to be sought as a means of evaluating the effectiveness of pain reduction strategies. Skin conductance has recently been shown to be a promising physiological indicator of pain and stress in premature and term infants. To evaluate changes in skin conductance in hospitalised infants under different environmental conditions and during both painful and non-painful procedures. Measurements of skin conductance activity were made in infants under three different environmental temperature conditions (open cot, incubator and overhead radiant heater), during the routine non-painful nursing procedure of either nappy change or oral feeding, and whilst undergoing the painful procedure of heel lancing for blood sampling. Skin conductance activity in 21 infants was studied on 43 separate occasions. Skin conductance activity was highly variable between infants but did not differ significantly under the three environmental conditions. Routine nursing care did not result in a significant increase in skin conductance activity above baseline; however, on cessation of care there was a significant reduction to levels below baseline (p < 0.05). Conversely, during the heel lance procedure, skin conductance activity significantly increased upon lance (p < 0.05) and remained elevated following completion of the procedure. There were no statistically significant differences between skin conductance activity changes from baseline as a result of routine nursing care compared to that of the heel lance procedure. Due to large variability in skin conductance activity further studies are needed before this technology can be recommended as a clinically useful indicator of pain and stress in neonates.